AVIONICS | Garmin GPSMAP 696

breadboXx

Sometimes bigger is better

BY DAVE HIRSCHMAN

he first thing you'll notice

about Garmin’s GPSMAP
696 is its size. In an age when
“new” technology is synony-
mous with “small,” Garmin has
gone large. Very large.

Garmin's 696 has a sprawling, seven-inch (diag-
onal) screen that’s more than triple the size of its
next-largest portable’s (the GPSMAP 496). Its retail
price, $3,295, is a whopper, too.

And its hefty, 2.2-pound weight (which jumps to
three pounds with the yoke-mounting hardware)
makes the 696 a true porker. Even the bricklike GPS-
MAP 195/295 seem svelte (1.4 pounds) compared
to the new offering.

But the 696's capabilities also reach far beyond
anything Garmin has ever offered in a portable.

In addition to XM weather, satellite radio,
SafeTaxi airport diagrams, and AOPA’s Airport Direc-
tory—which have become mainstays on 496s in the
last two years—the 696 adds all U.S. instrument
approach plates and high- and low-level IFR en
route charts. In fact, a 696 with a current database
connected to an aircraft electrical system qualifies
as Category 1l Electronic Flight Bag (EFB), meaning
it can replace paper charts and approach plates for
FAA Part 91 operations.

As a portable GPS, the 696 can't be certified for IFR
flight and must be relegated to a supporting role only.
But a 696 can serve as a powerful IFR flight-planning
tool since it contains a built-in E6B flight computer,
weight-and-balance calculator, and IFR charts and
approach plants, The XM weather allows it to display
echo tops, freezing levels, turbulence forcasts, piteps,
METARSs, and TAFs. When connected to a Mode S
transponder, the 696 also can display traffic, and
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it has the same five-times-per-second
update rate as the 496.

While other aviation GPS manufac-~
turers, notably Bendix/King with its
relatively low-priced AVBOR ($750), are
adding weather and street mapping te
smaller, lighter units, Garmin is pursu-
ing a divergent, high-end strategy. The
696 is a combined EFB/MFD that hag
the potential to banish paper (including
AOPA’s Airport Directory) from GA cock-
pits, and provide situational awareness
that was previously available only on,
panel-mounted MFDs that cost $10,000
or maore, excluding installation.

“Our customers have been telling us:
theywant more and meore features,” said
Tim Alpiser, Garmin’s director for afters
market sales and marketing. “They want a
bigger display, airways, charts, approach
plates, and flight planning tools on a por-
table product. The 696 is meant to appeal
to corporate pilots flying business jets in
complex airspace as well as general avia-
tion pilots looking to enhance safety and.
situational awareness, It resets the bar for
aviation portables.”

Flying the 696

The 696 was so new that the manual
was still being written when we got our
advance unit. Even so, starting the GPS
and entering a flight plan follow the
familiar logic and knobology of other
Garmin products.

I sat in the back of Tom Haines’
Bonanza A36 on a recent 4.4-hour trip
from Kissimmee, Florida, to AOPA’S
home base in Frederick, Maryland,
and set the 696's weather antenna atop
a pile of suitcases and sport coais in the:
middle of the aircraft, The external GPS
antenna wasn' connecied at all, but the
696 got full reception from an internal
antenna, and the XM receiver worked
well despite less-than-ideal antenna
placement. The internal battery lasts
about two hours and 45 minutes on
full brightness while powering the XM
antenna. Although the battery didn't
last as long as the trip, the unit comes
with a plug to tap aircraft power.

1 followed our airplane’s progress
on the SafeTaxi airport diagram and
zoomed in to the tightest, 200-foot map
scale (the maximum is 800 miles). By
the time our engine runup was com-
plete, I had loaded our IFR flight plan,
and a familiar magenta line showed the
first leg of our trip on the brilliantly lit,
oversized map page. The Nexrad radar
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half shows the VFR or IFR chart with an
optional weather overlay. A single soft
key toggles back and forth between the
full- and split-screen displays.

Over South Carolina, moderate rain
and turbulence jostled the Bonanza at
our flight- planned altitude of . .000 feet.
“How long’s this stuff going to last?”
Haines asked.

The 696 showed a band of showers
closely paralleling our route for the
next 200-plus miles. The Nexrad radar
shiowed indefinim wops, but the winds
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aloft page showed a stronger tailwind
above. Sure enough, climbing to 9,000
feet kept us out of most of the clouds,
and our tailwind increased to 20 knots
from 12.

The XM weather allowed us to
monitor our destination’s METARs
throughout our trip, and the infor-
maijon made it easy to anticipate
improving weather and a visual
approach to Runway 23, TAFs are not
issued for Frederick, but the 696 clev-
erly showed the nearest available TAFs
(at Martinsburg, West Virginia) on the

snme screen as the Frederick METAR.

Realtime XM weather overlays VFR or IFR
charts that cover the entire United States.

1loaded the ILS Runway 23 approach,
reviewed the electronic approach plate,
and monitored the split screen from
final approach fix to threshold. The GPS
“vertical guidance” isn't meant to substi-
tute for an ILS or any other instrument
approach procedure. But its lineup and
glidepath display corresponded faith-
fully to our actual position as we tracked
the localizer, slightly abave glideslope, to
touchdown. The vertical guidance disap-
peared, by design, about 500 feet agl.

Rugged and elogant

The 696 is both chunky and costly com-
pared to all previous portable aviation
GPSs.

But it's a rugged and elegant piece of
equipment that’s sure to find its way to
a broad array of GA aircraft. In combi-
nation with TSO'd equipment, the 696
will give pilots in otherwise minimally
equipped IFR airplanes tremendous sit-
uational awareness. For VFR flying, the
terrain, obstacles, weather, and airport
information displays are unmatched
in size and clarity. And for some corpo-
rate operations, the bulky 696 wili save
weight, money, and hassles by allowing
operators to go paperless and get the
same big picture that has only been
available with vastly more expensive,
panel-mount avionics. AP
E-mail the author at dave.hirschman®
aopa.org.
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